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About the Book

The Brogdens were one of Chalywell’s most important families. Old Jacob had started the family antique business when he was nine years old, going round the big houses and buying small items of bric-a-brac for pennies. Now Brogden’s was famous for its beautiful furniture and pictures. But the most beautiful – and valuable – thing in Jacob’s life was his granddaughter, Lois – for Lois reminded him of the daughter he had lost so tragically many years ago.

When Lois fell in love with John Farrar, the whole family were dismayed, for between Jacob and the Farrars was a deep and abiding feud that could never be mended. Lois, conscious of the storm clouds of war gathering over her future, was determined that nothing and no-one should come between her and her beloved John.

But as war broke out, as families were torn apart, Lois found her life changing irrevocably. Loyalty, love, tragedy and hope were to direct her into a future she had never dreamed of.
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O Joy that seeketh me through pain,

I cannot close my heart to thee,

I trace the rainbow through the rain,

And feel the promise is not vain

That morn shall tearless be.

G. Matheson

from Hymns Ancient & Modern


PART ONE


ONE

LOIS BROGDEN, SITTING AT the table reserved for her parents and their guests, right on the edge of the dance floor, gazed around the crowded ballroom and gave a long sigh of pure pleasure. She was enchanted by what she saw. It was really quite splendid, as befitted Chalywell’s most glittering social event of the year. She just knew she was going to have a marvellous time.

The table was well-placed: not too near the band to drown out all conversation, but central enough to see and be seen, for the Brogdens were influential people in the town. They could be relied upon to support any event of importance. Anyone within the wide circulation area of the Chalywell Courier would find Councillor Herbert Brogden’s name regularly near the top of the lists of subscribers to worthwhile causes. He was a three-guinea man, sometimes even a five-pound man. He was also on his way to being Mayor.

As for his wife, everyone conceded that Eileen was a wonderful helpmate for the Councillor. She practically wore her fingers to the bone on behalf of several charities and countless local associations. She was President, Chairman, Secretary, or at the very least a Committee Member, of almost everything. When the time came, she would fill the role of Mayoress with grace and purpose. She had certainly had a firm, guiding hand in the preliminaries of this evening’s function.

The Parks Department of the Chalywell District Council also had done its bit. It always made a special effort for the annual Conversazione, that week-long marathon of events which started with an expensive bang and gradually decreased in importance and price as the days went by and the flowers faded. Only the crème de la crème attended the first night.

But now the blooms were at their freshest and best; the gardeners had excelled themselves. The ballroom of the Queen’s Hall was awash with flowers and greenery: window-sills, tables, pillars, no square inch which would hold an urn or a trough – or even a cunningly disguised jam jar – was left empty. The pleasant, bittersweet smell of chrysanthemums vied with Coty’s L’Aimant and Yardley’s lavender as the women danced by.

Although everyone said it was so, Lois was in no position to judge whether the floral effects were finer than ever. It was the first time she had been privileged to see them. By rights she should have been here last year, since she had been almost seventeen then, but a nasty attack of chicken-pox had put paid to that.

‘How can anybody have chicken-pox at sixteen?’ she’d wailed.

‘Arrested development,’ her brother had said, without sympathy.

But never mind, a year later here she was.

While her silver-slippered foot tapped in time to the quickstep medley of Martin Morley and his Rhythm Boys, who were positioned behind a huge bank of yellow-and-bronze chrysanthemums which decorated the entire front of the stage, so that only their upper halves were visible and they appeared as if riding a raft in a sea of flowers, she surveyed the scene.

The dancers moved vigorously. The people of Chalywell, like most Northerners, took their dancing seriously enough to do it well, but lightly enough to enjoy it thoroughly. They had a natural sense of rhythm and it was doubtful if many of them had actually been taught to dance. It was just something you picked up.

They smiled while they danced, hummed the tune, even sang the words, though of course never loudly enough to be heard above the band, at least not on this first night. They knew the words of everything and singing came as naturally to them as dancing. Life was to be enjoyed to the full, more especially as there might be a war. Last autumn some had thought that Neville Chamberlain, flying off like that to Munich, the first flight of his life, had saved the day, but now in January 1939 that no longer seemed sure. But never mind; at this moment and in this place it was doubtful if anyone was thinking of war, certainly Lois wasn’t.

Philip, her brother, whizzed past with Helen, hovering only momentarily to show off some fancy footwork in front of his family. Helen Barnes was the daughter of the friends the Brogdens had invited to make up their table. Their son should have been of the party – a ready-made partner for Lois – but for some glossed-over reason, not clearly specified by his parents, he had been unable to come.

‘You ought to be dancing, Lois love,’ Mrs Brogden said. ‘A pretty girl like you, it’s not right you should be sitting out.’

‘I’m all right,’ Lois said. ‘Aren’t the dresses pretty?’

‘Very nice,’ Mrs Brogden conceded. ‘But none nicer than yours. We were right to choose that pale lemon. It suits you.’

The dress was nipped in at the waist, with a full skirt, layers and layers of net to the ankles, and a sweetheart neckline which Lois would have liked lower but which Mrs Brogden had thought quite décolleté enough for a seventeen year old. The colour was perfect with her daughter’s dark hair and clear skin – not everyone could wear lemon.

And I was right, Mrs Brogden congratulated herself, not to give in over the permanent wave. That lovely straight hair, thick and heavy, falling almost to her daughter’s shoulders, with a shine as if it had been polished, could have been ruined by a perm. They took the nature out of your hair. Anyway, Lois was striking enough not to need curls. Perhaps not exactly pretty, Mrs Brogden allowed, but certainly striking. She had the Brogden looks: nose slightly aquiline, dark eyes, wide mouth, high cheek-bones – in fact, rather aristocratic, her mother thought with satisfaction.

‘Herbert, give Lois a turn on the floor!’ she ordered.

Herbert Brogden rose to his feet and took his daughter by the hand.

‘Come on then, love. Let’s show ’em how it’s done! But it’s an “excuse me”. Like as not somebody’ll steal you away before we’re halfway round.’

‘Then you can go and steal someone else,’ Lois said.

She would have been within her rights in the ‘excuse me’ to go and claim anyone’s partner, just by a tap on the shoulder and saying the magic words, but she hadn’t the courage. She had wondered if she might claim Philip, but he appeared to be having a good time with Helen. He wouldn’t thank her for breaking it up.

Her father was a competent dancer, Lois thought as they moved around. He knew the steps, he had a sense of rhythm, and he was skilful at guiding her so that they avoided colliding with other couples on the floor. It was difficult to decide what it was he lacked. He did everything correctly, but there was no spark in his dancing. Whenever she danced, even at a run-of-the-mill church function, the whole of her body, from the top of her head to the ends of her toes, came alive. Her spine tingled. She was the dance, she was the music. Everything came together. She was fond of her father but, with the arrogance of youth, she wondered if anything had ever made his spine tingle.

They had almost circled the floor when a young man tapped her father on the arm.

‘Excuse me, sir!’ he said, then took Lois in his arms and bore her away. It was all done so quickly, so neatly. She never did see the going of her father.

‘A pretty girl like you,’ the young man said, ‘you shouldn’t be dancing with an older man, depriving the rest of us!’

He was quite tall. She had to raise her head to meet his eyes.

‘He’s my father.’

‘Whoops!’ he said. ‘There I go again! When we know each other better, which I’m sure we will, you’ll realize I put my foot in it all the time. Don’t stop to think.’

‘He isn’t all that old,’ Lois said. ‘And actually he’s quite a good dancer.’

But he wasn’t in the same class as this young man, oh no, not by a long way! It was the first time in her life she had been partnered by someone who at once changed the whole nature of dancing. It was not only that their steps matched exactly, but that they knew instinctively what the other one would do, so that there was no need for him to lead and she to follow, no need even to think. It was as if they were one entity. Although he didn’t hold her unduly close, his hand resting only lightly on the back of her waist, yet they melted into each other. She came suddenly, sparklingly, alive, and she knew that he did too. It was all there.

He spoke very little, and she likewise. The dance was everything. When the music stopped it took a conscious effort to bring herself back to the reality of time and place.

‘Thank you,’ he said. ‘You’re simply the best dancer I’ve ever met. Can I buy you a lemonade?’

‘I must go back to my table,’ Lois said. ‘You can come with me.’

‘Then you can mark me down on your card for several more dances,’ he said. ‘My name’s John Farrar. What’s yours?’

‘Lois Brogden.’

‘It rings a bell,’ he said. ‘But I’m not sure why. I’ve not been in the area long. I don’t know many people, do you?’

‘Tons! But I’ve lived here ever since I was born. Chalywell’s not a big place. You meet the same people all the time.’

She became conscious that the dance floor had cleared. They were standing there in isolation, on the edge of it.

‘We’d better move,’ Lois said. ‘Thank you for the dance.’

‘I’ve told you, I’m coming with you. I’m going to write my name in several places on your programme. That is unless it’s completely full, which I’ll bet it is.’

‘It’s not full,’ Lois admitted. How could she prevent him observing that, so far, it was almost blank?

She indicated the table. The rest of the party were already seated, including Philip and Helen.

‘This is John Farrar,’ she said. ‘My parents; Mr and Mrs Barnes, their daughter Helen and my brother Philip.’

John, smiling pleasantly, shook hands all round.

‘Farrar, did you say?’ Herbert Brogden asked.

‘That’s right, sir. I’m hoping your daughter will give me some more dances. I’ve already discovered she’s a wonderful dancer. Does she get it from you?’

He felt certain she didn’t. Her dancing was a gift straight from heaven, nothing to do with this solid-looking little man.

‘I doubt that,’ Herbert Brogden said. ‘Not from me, though my wife was always good at it. Light as a feather!’

‘Then perhaps it’s you Lois has to thank,’ John said, smiling at Mrs Brogden.

‘Farrar,’ Herbert Brogden repeated. ‘It’s not all that uncommon a name in these parts, but would you have anything to do with Farrar’s Haulage Company? The Akersfield lot?’

‘Why yes! My grandfather, George Farrar, started it, though he said his father was actually the first. My late grandfather, I should say. He died a few months ago.’

‘I thought there was a bit of a likeness.’

‘I was always reckoned to favour my grandfather,’ John said. ‘So, did you know him, Mr Brogden?’

‘A long time ago. I was a lad.’

Brogden’s tone was dismissive. He turned away and began to talk to his guests.

‘Father—’ Lois began.

‘It’s the supper dance next,’ her father said. ‘Remember you promised that to your brother.’

Lois opened her mouth to contradict him, then, observing his expression, thought better of it. Of course she hadn’t done any such thing, and her father knew it. You didn’t waste the supper dance on your brother, lose the opportunity of sitting with a favoured young man, of eating and chatting and flirting. In fact she had half-hoped, since Raymond Barnes had let her down, that her parents might invite John Farrar to join them for the refreshments, but everything in her father’s manner now made it plain that he would not.

‘Are you here with your family, Mr Farrar?’

Mrs Brogden broke off her conversation with the Barneses to ask the question.

‘No. I’m with friends,’ John said.

‘Then they’ll be expecting you back,’ Herbert Brogden retorted brusquely.

John Farrar turned to Lois.

‘If you’re engaged for the supper dance, perhaps I could have the one after?’

‘Of course,’ Lois said. She should have given him her card to write in his name, but instead she did it herself, then quickly put the card away in her small, silver-chain bag, though by now, and partly because she felt he had been rudely treated, she no longer would have minded John seeing all those empty spaces, even allowing him to fill in as many as he wished. But first there was something she had to sort out with her father. In any case, she thought, John no longer had pressed her for more than the one dance, and no wonder.

‘Then I’ll see you later,’ he said.

He smiled politely at the rest of the party, and left. Lois watched him cross the floor to the far side of the ballroom, then lost sight of him. She wondered who he would ask for the supper dance. There were so many pretty girls here to choose from.

The moment the band started up again, Philip rose to his feet, and pulled Helen to hers.

‘Mustn’t waste good dancing time!’ he commented.

‘Father seems to think you booked me for this dance,’ Lois said in a clear voice.

‘Don’t be daft!’ Philip replied as they danced away.

‘Father, why did you say that?’ Lois asked.

He pretended not to hear.

‘One man’s bad luck is another man’s good fortune!’ Mr Barnes said with hearty gallantry. ‘Now perhaps I’ll get a look in, if you will do me the honour?’

Her father looked relieved, but he needn’t think he was getting away with it, Lois thought as she moved into the dance in Mr Barnes’ arms. Mr Barnes was a nice enough man, but he was quite a bit older than her father, his stomach bulged against hers in an embarrassing way, and his hands were sweaty. Fortunately he wasn’t a bad dancer and she tried to concentrate on that, though all the while she was surreptitiously scanning the room for a sight of John Farrar. Once she thought she caught a glimpse of him, dancing with a pretty redhead who wore a close-fitting, low-cut dress – the kind she would have chosen, given a free rein – but then she lost him again in the throng.

She would have tackled her father as soon as the dance ended and they went back to the table, but now supper was being served. Waiters hovered, pouring wine, white and rather sweet, serving vegetables, removing plates. It was not the time. And when the meal ended there were important things to be attended to. She excused herself quickly, left her coffee, picked up her bag and made for the cloakroom.

Her dance with John Farrar imminent, it was absolutely essential that she should powder her nose, titivate her hair and put on fresh lipstick. When she had done that she studied herself in the mirror.

She had done her best, but she was by no means satisfied with what she saw. No, it was more definite than that: she would have liked to look quite different, older, more sophisticated, less round in the face. She sucked in her cheeks, making hollows, but there was no way she could keep that up, not if she wished to speak from time to time. Under the disapproving eye of an older woman who was repairing her face at the next mirror she tugged hard at the bodice of her dress, trying to pull the neckline lower, wanting, however sinful it might be, to show off her bosom. She knew it was one of her best features but her mother, herself modestly and decently flat-chested, always insisted that she covered it up, camouflaged it as much as possible. To Mrs Brogden’s mind a well-developed bust was vulgar. She herself felt that she owed much of her elegance to the fact that she was slender and that she wore her hair brushed severely back from her face and twisted into a chignon. She prided herself on her classic looks, in contrast to her friends, most of whom had ample flesh, constrained by armour-like corsets and rigidly waved hair.

When Lois returned to the table the band had already started and John Farrar was waiting for her, engaged for the moment in conversation with Helen.

‘I’m sorry to keep you waiting,’ Lois apologized.

He said nothing, merely smiled, and led her into the dance, a slow waltz.

‘I hope you hadn’t been waiting long,’ she said.

‘I didn’t mind. Except that I might have spent the time with you.’

‘You seemed to be spending it quite pleasantly.’ She was ashamed of the stab of jealousy which went through her.

‘Oh yes,’ he agreed. ‘She’s nice enough. But I have the distinct impression that your family doesn’t like me – or at least your father doesn’t.’

‘He wasn’t very welcoming,’ Lois admitted. ‘I honestly don’t know why. But there can’t be any reason so perhaps we’re both wrong.’

‘I hope so,’ John said. ‘Because it’s my intention to see a lot of you.’

She said nothing; she couldn’t speak. She felt herself trembling and for a moment lost her step, so that he had to wait for her to catch up with the beat.

‘Would you like that?’ he asked softly.

‘Oh yes!’ Lois said. ‘Oh yes!’

They fell silent, but it was an exquisite silence which needed no words. Everything which might have been said was expressed in the closeness of their bodies, in the languorous rhythm of the waltz. She turned her head to meet his and he rested his cheek on her hair. There was a moment when she thought he kissed the top of her head, though she couldn’t be sure, so light was the movement. She was glad that for the waltz the main lights, with their dazzling chandeliers, had been dimmed, and now only swirling beams of soft colours picked out the dancers. When John drew her closer still it was as if the whole world dissolved. It was a feeling entirely new to her; she hadn’t known it was possible.

The dance ended and the lights went up. For one second John crushed her tightly against him, then let her go.

‘If I don’t get to dance with you again, will you meet me tomorrow?’ he said urgently. ‘You must! Promise you will!’

‘I will,’ Lois promised. ‘Where?’

‘Do you know the Almond Tree café in Becker Street? I’ll see you there tomorrow morning, ten-thirty. Don’t let me down!’

In fact, she didn’t dance with him again all evening. At the beginning of each dance she prayed that no-one else would take her away in case she should miss John Farrar, but, though she saw him on the floor, he didn’t come near their table. She felt sick and anxious, and angry with her father. It was all his fault. Had the Barneses not been there, she would have hit out at him. How could he spoil what would have been a perfectly wonderful evening? Then eventually Mr and Mrs Barnes, followed by Philip and Helen, got up to dance, almost at the same time a young man came and asked her. She knew him, and in other circumstances would have been happy to dance with him, but not now.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said, ‘I’m engaged for this dance.’

‘Then perhaps another one?’ he requested.

‘I really am sorry,’ she repeated. ‘I’m afraid my card is quite full.’

‘What a disappointment,’ he said, ‘but I’m not at all surprised.’

‘Why on earth did you say that?’ her mother asked as the young man left. ‘Your card’s half-empty!’

‘Because if I can’t dance with John Farrar, then I won’t dance!’

‘But you can dance with him,’ Mrs Brogden said. ‘No-one’s said you couldn’t. The plain fact is, he hasn’t asked you again.’

‘Of course he hasn’t!’ Lois flared. ‘Why would he after Father was so rude to him? That’s the reason he hasn’t asked me!’

She hoped desperately that that was so. Remembering the way they had danced together, there couldn’t possibly be any other reason. Or could there be? She was riddled with anxiety. But of course not! Hadn’t he asked her to meet him tomorrow?

She turned to her father. ‘Why were you so rude and unfriendly? Don’t you want me to have a good time?’

‘Don’t be silly!’ he said. ‘He just didn’t seem your sort, that’s all.’

‘That’s rubbish!’ she said furiously. ‘You can’t possibly know that. I’m the judge of who’s my sort. You didn’t even take the trouble to be civil to him.’

‘Lois!’ her mother said sharply. ‘You must not speak to your father like that. Just let it be!’

‘Why should I?’ Lois countered. She had worked herself up into a passion, and now she was struggling hard to keep back the tears and was not at all sure that she could do so. To make matters worse she saw John dancing by with an exceedingly pretty girl in his arms. Does he dance with her in the way he danced with me? she asked herself miserably.

‘Why?’ she demanded of her father. ‘Why? Why?’

‘Well, if you must know,’ he said, ‘we want nothing to do with his family. It’s not so much the lad himself – as you say, I don’t know him – but the Farrars are no good to the Brogdens. We don’t get on. I can’t go into it now.’

‘Oh yes you can!’ she argued. ‘I’m here and I’m listening!’

But he couldn’t, because at that moment the dance ended and Mr and Mrs Barnes came puffing and blowing back to the table.

‘Now, Lois, we haven’t spent all this money to have you sulk in a corner,’ Mrs Brogden whispered. ‘So, take that look off your face and dance with other young men when you’re asked.’

‘I certainly will not!’ Lois said.

Nor did she. Stonily, she refused every partner, sat out every dance, aware that her behaviour was as bad as her father’s, yet unable to do otherwise.

The rest of the evening crawled by. The last waltz was announced; her father took her mother, Philip took his Helen, and Mr and Mrs Barnes took each other. She was alone at the table. She picked up her purse and would have made for the cloakroom to hide her shame at her solitary state, but before she could move, John Farrar was there.

Wordlessly, he held out his arms and, also without speaking, she went into them and they sailed away into the sweet, throbbing music of the waltz. ‘It’s Time To Say Goodbye’, ‘Good-night, Ladies’, ‘Good-night, Sweetheart’. The tunes followed each other in slowed-down tempo, the lights low again, but though she moved in time to the music, Lois hardly heard it. She was in John’s arms once again, and the long, painful interval between the first time and now vanished as if it had never existed. She hardly knew when the dance ended and the music stopped, until she was brought to earth again by his light kiss on her cheek.

‘Until tomorrow,’ he said.

‘Until tomorrow.’

At home – it was already half-past two in the morning – she was undressing when her mother came into the bedroom. She didn’t want to see her mother, didn’t want to talk to anyone.

‘I’m very tired—’ she began.

‘I know, love. Never mind, you can have a long lie-in in the morning. I won’t waken you.’

‘You won’t have to,’ Lois said. She wouldn’t have to be wakened. ‘I’m meeting John Farrar for coffee.’

The moment the words were out, she wished she hadn’t spoken.

‘Oh darling, no! It’s not wise! Must you?’

‘Yes, I must,’ Lois said.

‘It will upset your grandfather. You know how fond you are of your grandfather. You wouldn’t want to upset him, I know that.’

Of course she wouldn’t wish to upset her grandfather. He was probably the dearest person in the world to her, even dearer than her mother and father, though she knew it was wrong. And everyone knew she was his favourite grandchild, perhaps because she was the only granddaughter. He showered her with love and affection. The house in which they lived was his house, although he himself inhabited only two rooms. The food they ate, the two servants who waited on them, were provided by him. It was known to all that when he died his not inconsiderable fortune would be largely hers. But this was not why she loved him. She truly loved Jacob Brogden for himself.

‘You’re talking in riddles,’ she said. ‘Why should my seeing John Farrar upset Grandpa? If there’s a family feud – and I’ve never heard of it – why should John and I be involved?’

‘It’s a long story,’ Mrs Brogden sighed. ‘And it’s very late. We both should be asleep.’

‘Then I shall ask Grandpa myself, tomorrow,’ Lois said. ‘But first I shall keep my date with John – no matter what you say.’

Ten minutes later, though she had tried hard to keep awake in order to relive the sweet moments of the evening, Nature had claimed her due and she was fast asleep.

When she walked into the Almond Tree at precisely ten-thirty the next morning John was already there, seated at a table in the corner. So were at least three friends or acquaintances of her mother. Oh well, she thought as she walked towards him, what have I to hide? Nothing.

He rose and took her hand, then they sat down together and he ordered coffee and toasted teacakes.

‘I was afraid you wouldn’t come,’ he said.

‘You needn’t have been.’

‘I thought your family might have said something to put you off.’

‘I wouldn’t let them stop me,’ Lois said, ‘though they are acting strangely. It seems that there’s some long-standing feud between your family and mine. I’ve no idea what it could be. To tell you the truth, I’ve never heard your family mentioned. All the same, I think it must be serious. Do you know anything about it?’

‘Not a thing,’ John said. ‘It probably happened before we were born. In any case, it can’t have anything to do with you and me.’

‘That’s what I told my mother,’ Lois said. ‘She’s afraid my seeing you might upset my grandfather.’

‘And would that be important?’ John asked.

‘Yes, it would be,’ she admitted. ‘Grandpa means a lot to me, though not for the reasons they might think. I just happen to love him. But they could be wrong, couldn’t they? I’m going to ask him what it’s all about.’

He leant forward and covered her hand with his, then looked at her intently.

‘And if you had to choose between hurting your grandfather or me …?’

‘It won’t come to that,’ Lois assured him.

But if it did, how could she give up this new, unbelievable feeling which had so suddenly come into her life? How could she give up this man before she had even had time to get to know him?

She looked at John as if for the first time. Until now she had given no heed to his appearance. His presence was so strong that nothing else mattered. His hair was fair, almost Nordic fair, and it fell down over his forehead. He was quite handsome in an even-featured way. He had a curving mouth which lifted at the corners, as if he was ready to see the humour in things. It was warm in the café and he had taken off his overcoat. In his Fair Isle pullover and flannel shirt he looked younger and slighter than he had last night in his dinner jacket. He had told her he was twenty-one, but he didn’t look it. And she, she knew, looked older than seventeen and a half, so that, for what it mattered, they seemed the same age.

Over their several cups of coffee, they discovered the facts about each other. As facts they were not important, if they had been totally different it wouldn’t have mattered in the least, and yet each small piece of information about the other was of absorbing interest. John lived with his family at Renton, a few miles from Chalywell. He had worked in the family firm since leaving grammar school at sixteen; he could have gone to university, but had never wanted to.

‘I shall go into the Air Force,’ he said. ‘There’s going to be a war, everybody knows that, and the Air Force is where I want to be. I want to fly.’

Her stomach lurched at the thought of him leaving her, but in the face of his enthusiasm she said nothing.

‘What about you?’ he said. ‘What do you do with yourself when you’re not drinking coffee with young men?’

‘At the moment, not a great deal,’ Lois admitted. ‘I left school a year ago, and as soon as I’m eighteen, this summer, I’m going to start my nurse’s training. My family’s in antiques. My father and my grandfather too, though he’s supposed to be retired.’

‘So you don’t want to be a lady antique dealer?’

‘Not really, though sometimes I help in the shop. I want to nurse. If war comes, they’ll need nurses.’

They were still talking when the waitress began to clear away. Looking round, they saw that everyone else had left and the tables were being re-laid for lunch.

‘I think we shall have to go,’ John said. ‘I’d like to ask you to stay on for lunch, but I can’t. I said I’d be home.’

‘Me too,’ Lois said.

He helped her on with her coat and they walked out into the crisp, sunny cold of a January day in Chalywell. In the street they turned up their collars against the wind which, though it blew from the east above the high plain, seemed to come at them from every corner. There was always a wind in Chalywell.

‘I’ll walk with you as far as your home,’ John said.

‘It’s not far,’ Lois told him. ‘Just the other side of the Mead. In fact it overlooks the Mead.’

They climbed the hilly street to the top of the town to where the Mead, those scores of acres of short-cropped grassland which gave Chalywell so much of its character, began. Roads ran around its perimeter and paths crossed it, but no houses encroached on the Mead, no flower-beds broke its smooth surface. There was nothing except the greenest of grass and the few noble trees which Nature, with a fine eye for what was fitting, had allowed to grow there.

The best hotels in Chalywell, and the most desirable residences, were those built on the perimeter road, and it was towards these that Lois walked with John Farrar. They walked close together, occasionally bumping into each other, their hands touching from time to time – for which reason they both carried their gloves rather than wore them. The wind was even more biting here than in the lower part of the town. People walked by with nipped faces, heads lowered, hurrying home for a hot dinner.

‘It really is chilly,’ Lois said.

John slipped his arm through hers and began to sing a popular love song as they walked along.

‘I’m sorry I don’t sing well,’ he said, breaking off.

‘Oh, but you do!’ Lois told him. In any case, it was the words which mattered, the words which warmed her heart.

They were almost at the far side of the Mead now. Lois pointed to a terrace of houses: eighteenth century, four storeys high, beautifully proportioned with tall, sash windows and wide front doors with fanlights above. The deep cream-coloured stone of the district had somehow escaped the soot-carrying winds from the West Riding wool towns. Chalywell was just far enough away from them to tempt the Yorkshire wool barons to reside within its expensive boundaries and at the same time escape the noise and dirt of the places which made their money.

‘It’s the end one on the left of the terrace,’ Lois said. ‘It’s called Mead House which isn’t very original, but it’s apt.’

‘It looks a lovely house,’ John said.

‘It’s my grandfather’s really. We live with him now that he’s old. I’d like to ask you in but probably this isn’t the time.’

‘Will you meet me tomorrow?’ John said. ‘Same time, same place? We could go for a walk afterwards.’

Lois nodded. No matter what happened, she would be there.

When she walked into the house her mother, crossing the hall, gave her an enquiring look, but Lois immediately went upstairs to her room, saying nothing. She wanted to hug to herself the beauty of the morning, and to talk to no-one until she had spoken to her grandfather. After lunch, when he had had the little nap which always followed his midday meal, she would go to her grandfather’s room and there she would arrive at the truth.

At three o’clock precisely she went into the kitchen.

‘I’ll take in Grandpa’s tea, Ida,’ she said to the parlourmaid.

In his room she poured his tea exactly as she knew he liked it: Darjeeling, weak, no milk or sugar, in a fine, white-china cup with a gold rim and handle.

‘That’s good, love!’ he said. ‘That’s very good.’

While he drank, and nibbled a Marie biscuit, she wandered around his room, picking up this and that, inspecting his treasures as she so often did. He had never discouraged her, even when she’d been a small girl. On the contrary, he had shown her how to handle them carefully, told her the history of the ceramic, or piece of glass or miniature she was holding. She knew it was a disappointment to him that she didn’t want to follow in the family business.

‘You’re wandering about,’ he said. ‘Come and sit down.’

As she took the chair opposite him his face creased in a smile. He was a small man, appearing smaller still in the high-backed armchair, and was exquisitely neat and well-groomed. His dark suit, of finest Yorkshire worsted, was beautifully cut by Chalywell’s best tailor; his shirt was immaculate and his tie, more flamboyant than the rest of his attire, was of silk. His snowy-white hair, even at eighty, was thick and abundant, and worn a little longer than was fashionable.

‘You’re looking very solemn, love,’ he said. ‘Did you enjoy yourself at the ball?’

‘Oh yes, Grandpa!’ Lois said. ‘It was wonderful. In fact, I want to talk to you about it.’

‘I should hope so,’ he said. ‘It’s a while since I went to a ball.’

He had seen her before she left, dressed in her finery. She had looked so beautiful, so young and fresh, so like his dear Maria that it had made his heart ache.

‘Well, get on with it!’ he said. ‘I’m a captive audience.’

She still hesitated.

‘I don’t know where to begin, Grandpa.’

He looked at her more intently now. There was something in her tone of voice, in the seriousness of her pretty face, which warned him that this wasn’t to be just idle chatter about ball gowns and dancing partners.

He leant forward and touched her cheek.

‘Well, love, there are two places to begin – either right at the beginning, or straight in at the most important point. Choose which suits you.’

And in my case, Lois thought, there is hardly any difference between them. Everything had happened to her with such speed. Hadn’t she, from the first minute, felt exactly about John as she did now?

‘Grandpa,’ she said. ‘I’m in love! I’ve fallen in love!’

A smile lit up his face as a feeling of relief surged through him. What was more natural than that a girl as lovely as his granddaughter should fall in love at a ball? The only surprise to him was that it hadn’t happened sooner. She might well have fallen in and out of love a dozen times in the last year or two.

‘Well, my dear, that’s not so surprising,’ he said gently. ‘You’re almost eighteen – the age your grandma was when I married her – not that we’re talking about marriage,’ he added.

Marriage had not occurred to Lois. With John, and it was still less than twenty-four hours since she had met him, she had lived every minute in the present. What she did know was that she didn’t ever want to be separated from him.

‘So, tell me about him,’ her grandfather said. ‘I take it you met him at the ball?’

‘Yes. Oh, Grandfather, he’s so nice – and yet—’

‘Yes?’

‘Mother and Father don’t like him. They hardly know him, but they don’t like him. They made it horribly plain.’

‘Well, that’s parents for you,’ he said easily. He dismissed her worries with a wave of his hand.

‘It’s more than that. They said—’ Lois hesitated.

‘Yes?’

‘They said you wouldn’t approve. They said it would upset you.’

‘If he’s not good enough for you, then I shan’t like it,’ Jacob Brogden admitted. ‘But I haven’t met him, have I? How can I judge? So, you tell me about him. What’s his name?’

It was foolish of Herbert and Eileen to oppose the affair so early in the day, he thought. Even if the man wasn’t suitable, they were going the wrong way about it. Lois was a spirited girl; opposition would only make her dig in her heels.

‘His name is John Farrar,’ Lois said.

Like a streak of lightning from a clear blue sky, he felt himself stabbed with anger, transformed by hatred. Lois, watching him, was alarmed by the colour which rose in his normally pale face, by the vein which throbbed visibly in his temple.

‘Farrar!’ He almost choked over the word.

But then, he thought, trying to pull himself together, there were other Farrars in the world. But if it was some other Farrar, why had his son known he would be upset?

‘Tell me the rest,’ he demanded.

‘He’s the grandson of George Farrar, of Farrar’s Haulage. That’s all I know,’ Lois said. ‘Oh, Grandpa, is that so terrible?’

‘Terrible? It’s unthinkable! George Farrar is my most bitter enemy!’

For a moment she was too stunned to answer. The vehemence in his voice, the naked hatred on the face of her kind, amiable grandfather was dreadful to see. She didn’t know what to say, and said the first words which came into her head.

‘Was,’ Lois said. ‘He’s dead.’

‘Do you think I don’t know that?’ he asked fiercely. ‘I know every move that man has made for more than seventy years! There is no way you can take up with Georgie Farrar’s grandson. No way at all! I forbid it. You must send him packing at once!’

She was stunned. She felt as though he had struck her a physical blow. She found herself raising her hands as if to fend him off. Then her mood changed and she knew she must not allow this to happen.

‘You can’t forbid it, Grandpa. I don’t want to hurt you, I don’t want to go against you, but I’m almost eighteen. You can’t tell me who I must see, where I can’t go. And in any case, neither you nor anyone else has said why!’

‘He’s no good to you, that’s why!’ Jacob Brogden said fiercely. ‘He’s a Farrar – and that’s enough.’

‘Enough for you perhaps,’ Lois persisted, ‘but not for me. If you want me to understand, you must tell me more. I need to know. Can’t you see it’s important to me?’

She waited anxiously while he sat in silence. His head was sunk on his chest. He was no longer looking at her, nor at anything. It seemed to her that he only saw something hidden in the depths of his mind.

Then he raised his head. He had himself in hand and was calmer now. The flush had left his face, leaving him pale. He glanced slowly around the elegant room, his eyes resting in turn on its precious contents, as if he was checking and acknowledging each one: the desk, rich, red mahogany; the bronze statuette of the dancer which she had always loved; the delicate water-colours on the fireplace wall; the miniatures and the ivories on the mantelpiece. He looked longest of all at the small red vase on a side-table, as if in its glass he could see the images of his thoughts.

In the end his gaze came back to his granddaughter, rested on her anxious face.

‘It was a far cry from this,’ he said, ‘a very far cry from this.’


PART TWO


TWO

NUMBER 19 RICHARD street was set in the middle of a long row of smoke-blackened, stone-built houses in the West Riding town of Akersfield.

The front door of Number 19 (there was no back door, the houses were built back-to-back) led straight from the street into the living room. At the rear of this, though not closed off by a door, more of an alcove really, was the cellar-head, so-called because it was a small, square landing from which steps led down to the dank, dark cellar. The cellar-head housed a stone sink and the water tap. The whole of the ground floor was stone-flagged, though in the living room proper a couple of rag rugs and a red plush table-cloth, which was the pride of Mrs Brogden’s life and was only put on in the evenings and weekends, added a bit of colour and comfort.

From another corner of the room a boxed-in staircase led to two bedrooms. Since her husband’s death Mrs Brogden and her three small daughters had occupied the larger one and Jacob had had the smaller one to himself.

‘It’s only right,’ Mrs Brogden said. ‘You’re the man of the house now though you are only nine.’

Jacob’s protests about the room had been half-hearted, made only because he thought his mother should have it. There were few things in the world – aside from fame and riches and great success – he desired more than a room of his own, not only for himself, but to store his things. He was an inveterate collector of small items. A stone jam jar, a bird’s nest, a horse brass the coalman had given him, several pebbles, a china cup with a crack in it, a broken clock, a feather or two: these and many other bits and pieces crowded the window-sill and spread on to the floor.

‘Just don’t expect me to clean your room with all that junk around!’ Mrs Brogden said.

‘I’ll do it myself,’ Jacob promised.

He would much rather no-one touched his things, which weren’t junk at all. The bird’s nest, for instance, had cost him a penny from the second-hand stall in the market, likewise the china cup. When his father was alive, and bringing home his wages from the mill, there had usually been a Saturday penny, and most weeks Jacob would spend this at the stall. Now there was no pocket money, so it was doubly important to cherish his collection. He had made his room out of bounds to his sisters, much though he loved them.

It was while he was re-arranging his collection – he liked to move things around from time to time to show them off in a different light – that the idea came to him. It was a brilliant idea, an inspiration straight from heaven! He put down the pebble he had been polishing to bring out the colours, and clattered down the stairs to tell his mother.

‘You came down those stairs like a team of wild horses, our Jacob,’ Mrs Brogden said. ‘How anyone the size of two pennyworth of copper can make so much noise I’ll never know!’

But there was no rancour in her voice. Though her words to the children were far too often sharp, it was seldom she meant them. She was tired, that was the top and bottom of it, and deeply worried. The worry was ever-present and was worse than the fatigue. Least of all her children would she want to be sharp with Jacob. He was pure gold, that one. She didn’t know how she’d have managed without him these last few months.

‘I’ve got an idea!’ Jacob cried. ‘I’ve got a wonderful idea!’

His mother was standing at the table, ironing. She turned and put the iron she was using back on the range to re-heat, picked up a second one, spat on it to test the heat, then ran over its flat surface with a candle-end wrapped in a bit of cloth to give it a smoothness which would help the iron glide over the materials.

‘As long as it costs nothing,’ she said. ‘I’ve found good ideas don’t often come free.’

‘This is a way to make money,’ Jacob assured her.

‘Then spit it out,’ she said. ‘We can do with that.’

Love of money, the Good Book said, was the root of all evil. She didn’t agree. Lack of money was the worse trouble. Most days it occupied her mind to the exclusion of almost everything else: how to provide food for the five of them; how to buy new shoes when every pair was beyond being stuffed with yet another cardboard sole – for she would never let her children go barefoot on the street like some she knew, not even in the summer.

Then there was the coal. She had to have it to heat the boiler for the washing, for she took in laundry now as her main source of income. Wash, dolly blue, starch, dry – on a line across the street in fine weather, steaming on the clothes-horse and the rack when it rained. Most women in the street had the washing line out only on a Monday. She had lines full every day of the week except Sunday. After that there was the ironing, the mending, the delivery back, though usually Jacob saw to that once she had placed the clean linen neatly in a wicker clothes-basket, the owner’s bag laid across the top to catch any smuts which might be floating in the Akersfield air. She earned a shilling for a bagful, and she had quickly developed a deep hatred for those who could stuff a bag so tight that it nearly burst at the seams.

‘Yes, we could do with a few ideas like that,’ she repeated. ‘So, what is it, Jacob love?’

‘I thought of it when I was looking at my things.’

‘Things?’

‘You know. My collection.’

‘Oh, those things!’ Mrs Brogden said. ‘Well, it’s very nice of you, love, but I don’t think you’d get much for them—’

Jacob interrupted her.

‘Oh no, Ma! I’d never sell my things, my collection. Never! I didn’t mean that.’

‘Then what did you mean?’ She was mystified.

‘Well, I thought … that is … I wondered if I couldn’t get hold of a few things, little things, you know, and sell them to Percy Atkins for his market stall. I know what sort of things he sells. He’d make a profit and so would I. Not much of course, but every little helps.’

‘It certainly does,’ Mrs Brogden agreed. ‘But I don’t quite follow you. Where would you get these things?’

‘From people. I’d ask people if they had anything they didn’t want, and if they didn’t want it and it wasn’t too valuable, they might give it to me. Percy doesn’t sell anything very valuable.’

Mrs Brogden shook her head.

‘You’d not get much round here, love. Everyone we know is nearly as poor as we are.’

‘I wouldn’t go round here,’ he said patiently. ‘I’d go to the better houses.’

‘You mean you’d knock on the door and ask?’

‘Yes.’

‘But that’s begging! That’s downright begging!’ She was shocked. ‘We’ve not come to that, Jacob Brogden, and I hope we never will!’

She banged the iron down fiercely, pushed it across the pillowcase she was ironing as if it was the cause of her anger. Then she looked at her son, saw the flush on his face and his too-bright brown eyes and was immediately contrite.

‘I’m sorry, love,’ she said more gently. ‘But it can’t be done. Why, I’m not even sure it wouldn’t be against the law!’

‘I wanted to help,’ Jacob said quietly. ‘I thought it was a good idea. I’d rather not ask people to give me things, I’d rather buy them, even if it was only for a copper or two – but I don’t have any money.’

‘The same old story!’ Mrs Brogden said. ‘You need money to make money, that’s a fact.’

‘I’m sure it would work,’ Jacob said. ‘You see, Ma, I know what people like. Percy says I’ve got an eye for it.’

‘But knocking on strangers’ doors is unthinkable,’ his mother protested. ‘Even if you had the money.’

‘I could start by asking when I take the washing back. I know those people, they know me.’ In fact, sometimes his mother’s customers gave him the odd half-penny when he delivered the laundry.

‘I’d be very polite,’ he said, his enthusiasm mounting again. The more he thought about it, the better it seemed. ‘I’d say, “Have you anything you’d like to sell me for a penny?” I’d take anything – even a broken cup, because I could mend it. Or you could, Ma.’

‘Now what time do I have to mend broken cups?’ she argued. ‘I’m at it all hours God sends.’

He was deflated again. ‘Well, it doesn’t matter anyway, does it, because I haven’t any money to start with.’ He sighed deeply.

Mrs Brogden put the iron back on the range, then turned round and stood there looking at her son. He had his father’s dark eyes and crisp, curly hair. While she had Jacob she would always have something of her husband. But Jacob didn’t have his father’s physique. Luke Brogden had been a big, well-made man, healthy until pneumonia took him suddenly. Jacob was small for his age, and thin, though he lacked nothing in spirit, bless him.

‘You shall have your chance!’ she said suddenly. ‘Yes, you shall have your chance!’

‘How?’

He was sceptical; yet underneath his scepticism was a small ray of hope. His mother could make things happen. Sometimes she could almost work miracles. Look at last Christmas, for a start.

It wasn’t long after his father had died and before his mother had worked up the laundry connection, so there was practically nothing coming in. He’d gone to bed on Christmas Eve knowing that for them the next day would be just like any other ordinary day of the year.

He’d been wrong. When he’d wakened there’d been a lumpy sock hanging from the bedrail, with an orange, an apple, some nuts, and a bright new penny in the toe. And that wasn’t all. When they went downstairs there, stuck in a plant pot on the stand, was a branch from a tree, hung with paper flowers in red and yellow. In the centre of the table there was a fancy paper cloth, and boiled eggs for breakfast, a whole one each. That lot was a miracle all right!

She wouldn’t tell him how she’d managed it, except that she’d made the paper flowers after he and the girls had gone to bed. ‘Ask no questions and you’ll get no lies!’ was all she’d say.

‘You didn’t …?’ He’d been almost afraid to say it, but he had to know. ‘Oh Ma, you didn’t steal the things, did you?’

She’d laughed at him, and then was quickly serious.

‘I wouldn’t do that, even for you and the girls. No, love, I came by everything honestly.’ But would she if it wasn’t just a question of fruit and nuts and paper flowers? Supposing there was nothing for the children to eat, what would she do then? She couldn’t be sure.

It was only later in the day, when Mary suddenly missed it, that she confessed she’d raised the money by pawning the red plush table-cloth.

‘But you needn’t fret,’ she said cheerfully. ‘We’ll get it back!’ And so they had.

‘So, how will I get my chance?’ Jacob asked now.

She put the iron down on its brass stand and stopped work for a minute, looking thoughtfully at Jacob.

‘Well,’ she said, ‘you see this laundry I’m doing now? When I’ve finished, and you take it back to Mrs Dacre, she’ll pay you a shilling.’

‘She always pays on the nail,’ Jacob said.

‘That shilling is going to be yours!’ Mrs Brogden announced in a firm voice.

Even as she said the words she wondered how in the world she would manage without it. What could she cut out that hadn’t already been cut out? But somehow she’d do it, she had to.

‘Oh, Ma, you can’t afford it!’ Jacob said. Yet even as he spoke, he knew he’d die if she agreed with him and took back the offer. It was beyond his wildest dreams. A whole shilling!

‘I know,’ she said. ‘But I’m going to, so we’ll not argue about it, eh? If you’re going to set up in business you’ll need capital, and this will be it. You’ll have to make it work, mind! Perhaps not use it all in one go. I can’t dole out shillings every day of the week. You’ll have to try to make a quick profit.’

‘Oh, I will, Ma!’ Jacob promised. ‘I will! Everything you say!’

‘Right then! And I can’t stand here talking or there’ll be no laundry to take back. Mrs Dacre’s a nice enough woman but she likes everything well done and on time.’ She picked up the iron, exchanged it for a hotter one, and started again on the pillowcases.

‘Ma?’ Jacob said.

‘What is it now?’

‘When Mrs Dacre pays the shilling, will you get it changed into twelve pennies?’

‘Well, of course,’ she said. ‘You can’t go round offering a shilling, can you? Sam Parker at the shop will change it for me.’

Jacob wrinkled his brow in a frown.

‘Do you think you could possibly get twelve new pennies, Ma? Wouldn’t it look fine to offer a new penny? Why, I reckon people might even be tempted to give me a bit more if I showed them a new penny!’

‘What ideas you do come up with!’ his mother said. ‘But in fact I reckon it’s a good one, that. If I go to the bank and ask nicely I daresay they’ll let me have new ones. I can but try.’

‘Oh, Ma, you are good!’ Jacob’s face glowed like a beacon. ‘When can I have the money?’

‘Well, if you take this laundry back as soon as I’ve finished it, which will be about twenty minutes, and Mrs Dacre pays you straight away, which she will – well then, I can go round to the bank as soon as they open in the morning.’

‘Can I go with you to the bank, Ma?’ Jacob asked. ‘I’ve never been in a bank.’

‘Come to that nor have I,’ his mother said. ‘But there’s a first time for everything. Of course you can come with me.’

The moment the laundry was packed in the basket – very carefully so as not to crease the beautifully ironed linen – Jacob rushed out of the house with it.

At the same time Georgie Farrar, who lived next door, who was the same age within days of Jacob, and his very best friend, emerged from his house.

‘Where are we off to, then?’ Georgie asked.

‘Mrs Dacre’s.’

‘Shall I come wi’ you?’

Jacob hesitated. For once, and he couldn’t think when it had happened before, he didn’t want Georgie with him. He had things to think about, important things, matters he didn’t want to talk about to Georgie, not just yet.

‘No point,’ he said. ‘Ma says I’ve to go straight there and back and not play about.’

‘Suit yersen!’ Georgie said, turning away.

‘I can play out a bit when I get back,’ Jacob offered.

‘Happen we will,’ Georgie said.

Mrs Dacre lived a twenty-minute walk away from Richard Street, all uphill and considerably higher in status, in the Browfield area of Akersfield, in a house called The Willows. This was the area of most of his mother’s customers – and will be of mine, he thought, when I get them.

The Willows was a solid, double-fronted house with a door in the middle and large bay windows on either side, though as far as he could see there wasn’t the slightest sign of a willow tree. It was exactly the sort of house he would like to live in. Perhaps they would when he had built up a tremendous business and was well off. In the mean time, he noted, the stone of The Willows was every bit as black as that in Richard Street. You had to go a long way out of Akersfield, almost to the edge of the moor, before you could get out of the smoke.

He went in at the side gate and round to the back door where Bessie, Mrs Dacre’s elderly maid, took the laundry from him. Supposing, he thought for one terrible moment, that Mrs Dacre was not at home, supposing he didn’t get paid? Supposing he had to wait until next week? Such a thing had never happened before, but supposing it did? He needn’t have worried. Bessie emptied the basket, then went off to collect the shilling from her mistress, and Mrs Dacre, as she often did, came to the door herself to pay him.

‘Could you collect another bagful tomorrow?’ she asked Jacob. ‘I’ve had visitors and I’ve got extra bedding. Could your mother manage it, do you think?’

She was a kind woman, Mrs Dacre. She always spoke as if his mother would be doing her a favour, whereas some of the others seemed to think the favours were all on their side, because they were the employers and paid the wages.

‘I’m sure she’d be glad to, Mrs Dacre,’ Jacob said politely.

‘Wait a minute,’ she said.

She walked away, then came back a moment later and handed him an apple. He always looked hungry, she thought. He probably was. There was a lot of poverty in Akersfield.

‘Get this inside you!’ she said.

He took it gratefully. It was a really big apple and when he got back it would cut nicely into five so they’d all have a slice.

When Jacob arrived home, Georgie Farrar was waiting for him inside Number 19, talking to Mrs Brogden. He often talked to Mrs Brogden. However busy she was, she seemed to have time to listen.

Right now she was sitting at a stool on which she had a cobbler’s last, and fixed on the last was one of the girls’ shoes. She’s faced the fact yesterday that she’d have to learn to cobble. Luke had always done it – it was a man’s job – but it hadn’t looked too difficult. There was no reason why a woman shouldn’t do a man’s job.

She took the piece of leather that she’d bought in the market, and which she’d soaked to make it pliable, cut it into two pieces, then, fixing the leather on the shoe, cut it roughly to shape. She would trim it more exactly when she’d hammered in all the nails around the edge. Driving in the rivets was the tricky bit, they wouldn’t go where she wanted them. It had seemed so easy when Luke had done it, holding the nails between his lips as he worked.

‘If I did that I know I’d swallow them,’ she said to Georgie. ‘Even as it is, I keep dropping them. I don’t know why. Mr Brogden’s hands were twice the size of mine and he never dropped one. Be a love, Georgie, and pick them up before they get into someone’s foot!’

The other thing about the nails was that you had to hammer them in securely, but not so far that the point came up inside the shoe. That could be agony!

When she’d finished the nailing she took the shoe off the last and felt inside it. It seemed right enough. With the sharp knife Luke had kept for the purpose, the handling of which made her quite nervous, she gave a final trim to the edge of the sole. When the other had been done to match, it was time to warm the heelball and run it around the cut edge of the sole to give it a nice, black, professional look.

The pungent smell of the heelball met Jacob as he entered the house. For one piercing second it seemed as though his father
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